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Traffic tie-ups in lower Fairfield
County are legendary.  A 1999 report
by the consulting firm of Michael
Gallis & Associates went so far as to
assert that Connecticut was in dan-
ger of becoming an economic “cul-de-
sac” unless the congestion eased. A
more recent study by researchers at
Texas A&M University found that
Fairfield County commuters face
more than their share of delays, and
the associated costs. Traffic conges-
tion is a problem, and one that won’t
just fix itself.  But my own analysis of
intrastate and interstate commuting
patterns in Connecticut reveals that
traveling along the Gold Coast is less
of a hurdle than it seems, and the
route through Fairfield County poses
no greater barrier to automobile traf-
fic than do others in the state.
ECONOMIC GEOMETRY
Connecticut rests in the center of
what the Gallis study called the “New
Atlantic Triangle,” a region with ver-
tices at New York City, Albany and
Boston.  The legs of this triangle con-
sist of Interstate highway and rail lines
connecting New York and Albany (I-
87), Albany and Boston (I-90), and
Boston and New York (I-95); the last
of these spans the Connecticut shore-
line.  Two other major Interstates, I-84
and I-91, bisect the triangle in our
state, and afford highway access to the
interior of the region. 
According to the Gallis report,
Connecticut’s portal to the global mar-
ketplace is in metro New York, via the
I-95 corridor, not in Boston, which
(unlike the Big Apple) lacks a major
seaport with rail and Interstate connec-
tions.  But, Gallis et al. argued, grow-
ing congestion along the link between
Connecticut and New York City not
only threatens the state’s access to
world markets; it also blocks economic
activity in the New York metro from
spilling over into Connecticut much
beyond Stamford. 
That’s the allegation.  But what is
the evidence that Fairfield County is
critically congested, so much so as to
threaten the future economic health of
the entire state?
HIGHWAY TOLLS
The nearly-fifty miles of I-95
between the New York line at
Greenwich and the intersection with I-
91 in New Haven is the most heavily
traveled Interstate route in
Connecticut (see graphs below). This
Interstate corridor averages 132,000
vehicles per day past a given point; in
some sections, average daily traffic
exceeds 150,000 vehicles.  Traffic vol-
umes along certain segments of I-91
and I-84 near Hartford surpass even
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the latter figure, but the congestion is
confined to relatively short stretches of
only a few miles in and around the
city. 
The toll of travel delays and wast-
ed fuel from traffic congestion in the
U.S. adds up to billions of dollars each
year, according to the latest Urban
Mobility Report (2005) by the Texas
Transportation Institute (TTI) at
Texas A&M.  The TTI study, available
at http://mobility.tamu.edu, examined
traffic congestion in 2003 in 85 U.S.
metropolitan areas, including
Bridgeport-Stamford, New Haven and
Hartford, using data from the Federal
Highway Administration.  
Whether measured by travel
delays, wasted fuel, or lost dollars, the
logjam in Bridgeport-Stamford is sig-
nificant, and at least twice as large as it
is in Hartford. Travel delays—the extra
travel time for trips during the peak
hours of 6-9 a.m. and 4-7
p.m.—totaled 32 hours per traveler
per year in Bridgeport-Stamford, 20
hours in New Haven and 16 hours in
Hartford.  The delays consumed 24
extra gallons of fuel annually per trav-
eler in Bridgeport-Stamford, compared
with fewer than 14 gallons in New
Haven and 11 gallons in Hartford.
And the annual dollar value of the con-
gestion costs—lost time and wasted
gas—added up to $550 per traveler in
Bridgeport-Stamford, $342 in New
Haven, and $273 in Hartford.
But the TTI study found that
Bridgeport-Stamford is far from the
most congested metro in the country.
Traffic and population grow in tan-
dem, so larger metropolitan areas are
saddled with more congestion than
smaller ones.  Annual travel delays
averaged 13 hours per traveler in small
metros (< 500,000 people), 25 hours
in medium metros (500,000 to 1 mil-
lion), 37 hours in large metros (1 to 3
million), and 61 hours in very large
metros (> 3 million).  Travelers in Los
Angeles, the most congested metro in
the country, faced an average delay of
93 hours a year.  Delays in the least
congested metro, Anchorage, Alaska,
cost drivers there a mere 5 hours.
Congestion is a growing problem
across the country, not just in
Connecticut, as demands on the trans-
portation infrastructure strain system
capacity.  Across all metros, the average
travel delay rose from 40 to 47 hours
between 1993 and 2003, or by 17.5%.
Travel delays climbed fastest among
medium-sized metros, from 15 to 25
hours (67%).  But, Connecticut’s met-
ros—all mid-sized—fared worse than
average: Delays doubled in New
Haven, and grew by 88% in
Bridgeport-Stamford and 60% in
Hartford.
But does congestion retard eco-
nomic growth?  Not based on the evi-
dence. One simple regression (not
shown) of job growth between 2003
and 2006 against travel delays during
2003 across the 85 metros revealed no
discernible association between the
two.  Another simple regression (see
scatterplot) of job growth, 1993-2003,
against the change in travel delays over
those same years suggests that a one-
percent increase in delay time is associ-
ated with a half-point increase in job
growth.  So if there is a connection
between growing economies and
crowded highways, the causality seems
to run from the economy to the road-
way, not the other way around. 
Does congestion retard
economic growth?  Not
based on the evidence.
TRAFFIC DELAYS DON’T STALL
JOB GROWTH
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GRAVITATIONAL FORCES
To say that Fairfield County is
crowded and that travel is costly is not
to say that those factors significantly
impede the flow of economic activity.
Many metro economies in the Sunbelt
are booming despite congestion levels
that far exceed Bridgeport-Stamford’s.
Can we measure the possible damping
effect that congestion may be exerting
on the economy of Fairfield County?
One way is with a technique regional
economists use to study spatial interac-
tion, called a “gravity model.”
Borrowing from Newtonian
physics, economic gravity models
hypothesize that the flow of economic
activity from point A to point B (the
“force”) equals the product of the eco-
nomic “masses” of A and B, divided by
the distance between the two points.
In a model of commuter activity, the
force is the number of travelers from A
to B, the mass of A is the working pop-
ulation, and the mass of B is the num-
ber of jobs.  Thus, the larger the popu-
lation of A, the more jobs at B, and the
shorter the distance between the two,
the greater will be the “force” or vol-
ume of commuter traffic from A to B.
Using the U.S. Census Bureau’s
County-to-County Worker Flow Files
(the latest numbers are from 2000), I
looked at commuting patterns across
Connecticut counties, and between
counties in Connecticut and in the
neighboring states of New York, New
Jersey, Massachusetts and Rhode
Island where significant cross-com-
muting traffic existed.  The data
included 29 counties and 400 separate
observations on commuter flows that
either started or ended in Connecticut.
The data from 2000 show consid-
erable variability in commuter traffic
in and around Connecticut.  In some
cases—Hartford, Fairfield, and New
Haven Counties—several hundred
thousand workers live and work in the
same county.  More than 50,000 work-
ers live in New Haven County but
work in Fairfield County, while nearly
25,000 live in Fairfield County but
commute to Manhattan (New York
County).  In other cases—e.g., from
Fairfield County to Washington
County (RI), or from Manhattan to
Windham County (CT)—there was
essentially no commuter traffic at all.
To understand the determinants of
commuting patterns, I used the stan-
dard gravity model proxies for force,
mass and distance—commuters, origin
population, destination jobs, mileage
between points—plus several other
variables.  To measure the possible dif-
ferential damping effect of traveling in
or through lower Fairfield County, I
added a so-called dummy variable set
equal to one whenever the most direct
route between two counties involved
traveling along I-95 in Fairfield
County, as determined by an Internet
search on Mapquest.com, and equal to
zero otherwise. I also included dummy
variables for trips that crossed state
lines to see how much of a barrier, if
any, interstate commuting posed for
workers.  Finally, I constructed a vari-
able to capture the effects of housing
costs on commuter behavior: the ratio
of work-county to resident-county
median home prices; all else equal, one
would expect larger ratios to trigger
more out-of-county commuting.
NO LACK OF ATTRACTION
The accompanying table reports
the results of regressing commuter
flows between counties on the explana-
tory variables discussed above.  This
simple gravity model explains 84 per-
cent of the variation in commuter traf-
fic across counties.  More interesting,
the model offers no evidence that com-
muters are particularly averse to travel-
ing through Fairfield County.
The key variable in the analysis is
DISTANCE.  As expected, commuter
volumes are inversely related to the dis-
tances between origins and destina-
tions:  A one-percent increase in dis-
tance, measured as the crow flies,
reduces the number of commuters by
3.3%.  If the congestion in Fairfield
County were high enough to discour-
age the flow of traffic through the area,
the damping effect of distance would
exceed 3.3%.  But the estimated coeffi-
cient on FAIRFIELD, which measures
the differential impact on travel
through that county, is zero at a 91
percent confidence level.  The
Bridgeport-Stamford area may be con-
gested, but the traffic jams didn’t keep
commuters away in 2000. 
Resistance to crossing state lines,
however, appears to run deeper.  The
highly significant coefficient of nearly
-0.5 on OUT-COMMUTE means
that a one-percent increase in distance
reduces commuting by an extra half
percentage point (3.8% rather than
just 3.3%) when Connecticut resi-
dents work out-of-state.  The extra
damping effect on out-of-staters work-
ing in Connecticut (IN-COMMUTE)
is -0.4 percentage points (and also
strongly significant).   Why the reluc-
tance to commute across state borders?
Perhaps inter-state commuters face
additional paperwork or tax burdens,
or maybe some folks simply have a vis-
ceral aversion to living in one state and
working in another.
Coefficients on the other variables
are statistically significant and carry
the anticipated signs.  A one-percent
increase in resident-county population
boosts the number of commuters by
three-quarters of a percent.  A one-per-
cent increase in jobs in counties of
employment raises the number of
commuters by 1.2%.  Housing prices
also affect commuting patterns, but
commuters are less sensitive to this
than the other variables, and the
impact is only marginally significant.
A one-percent increase in the ratio of
employment-county to resident-coun-
ty median home prices increases com-
muting by 0.2%. 
CLEARING TRAFFIC
These results imply that, aggravat-
ing though they may be, traffic snarls
aren’t likely to derail the economy.  All
the same, the fact that Connecticut
metros have seen some of the fastest
increases in congestion while register-
ing some of the slowest job growth rates
in the country should give one pause.FALL 2007  THE CONNECTICUT ECONOMY 7
Bridgeport-Stamford ranked 15th out
of 85 metros in congestion growth, but
only 69th in job growth between 1993
and 2003.  Maybe Connecticut’s road-
ways are clogged with travelers “just
passing through.”  Or maybe more
local residents are hopping on the
highway to avoid traffic lights and
other local tie-ups.  There may be no
direct link between snarled traffic and
job growth, but improving the quality
of life for Fairfield County commuters
certainly wouldn’t hurt its economy.
In a real sense, Connecticut met-
ros face a “tragedy of the commons”
problem akin to overgrazing on public
greens or overfishing on the Grand
Banks.  Travelers weigh the personal
benefits against the personal costs of
driving during rush hour but don’t
consider the costs they impose on oth-
ers by joining the crowd.
One possible solution to Fairfield
County’s congestion problem is to
expand supply by widening existing
roads or building more of them (e.g.,
“double-barreling” the Merritt
Parkway).  But Connecticut’s highways
already cut through some of the most
densely populated areas of the country,
where paveable real estate is at a pre-
mium.  And expanding supply would
offer, at best, only a temporary respite
from the problem.  Without solving
the mismatch between private and
social costs, the congestion tragedy
isn’t averted, it’s simply postponed.  
Another possibility is to promote
substitutes, like telecommuting or
mass transit.  The ready availability of
the Metro North commuter railroad is
perhaps one reason travelers through
Fairfield County seem no less willing
to go the distance than commuters in
other congested metros.  What’s more,
existing commuter fare differentials
could be sharpened to further discour-
age use in peak times and bolster off-
peak demand.
A third possibility would be to
enlist the price system to regulate
demand on roadways, as a number of
countries around the world have done,
with some success.  Using E-Z Pass
technology—a windshield-mounted
transponder that records and bills tolls
to motorists—regulators could set tolls
that vary with the time of day or day of
the week.  Higher tolls during rush
hours would discourage use and (in
effect) reallocate congestion to lower-
cost periods.
Alone or in combination, strate-
gies like these could help put a dent in
traffic.  Doing nothing will only pro-
duce an ever-growing number of bot-
tlenecks.
Despite the all-too-real traffic jams
and the dire (but misleading) warn-
ings, Connecticut’s strategic position
in the middle of the bustling New
York-Albany-Boston “New Atlantic
Triangle” likely will insulate the state
from becoming an economic cul-de-
sac.  And Fairfield County offers a sur-
prisingly open gateway to the markets
that lie beyond its boundaries.  But if
that county, and other areas of the
state, want to avoid being mistaken for
all-day parking lots, they should per-
haps explore a few creative solutions to
traffic congestion.
* The p-value measures the probability of obtaining a coefficient of the estimated size
(or larger) by chance, if no relationship actually existed.  A smaller p-value indicates a
more statistically significant coefficient.
The number of commuters between counties in Connecticut and
neighboring states is given by the following equation:
COMMUTERS   = -3.96 + 1.19 x JOBS  + 0.76 x PEOPLE  
- 3.33 x DISTANCE + 0.23 x HOUSE PRICE
All variables are measured in logs, so the coefficients represent elastici-
ties.  The coefficients, p-values, and ranges for the variables are shown
in the table at left.  
JOBS is the number of employed workers in the destination county.
PEOPLE is the working population of the county of origin.  DISTANCE is
the mileage, as the crow flies, between origin and destination counties.
FAIRFIELD, OUT-COMMUTE and IN-COMMUTE are dummy variables that
interact with DISTANCE and assume the value of 1 or 0.  HOUSE PRICE
is the ratio of destination-to-origin county median home values.
The adjusted R-square value is 0.842, so the regression explains
more than 84% of the variation in the number of commuters.  
For out-commuters, the coefficient on distance is -3.8 and for in-com-
muters, the coefficient on distance is -3.73.  The coefficient on travelers
commuting in or through Fairfield County is unchanged at -3.33.
COMMUTER PATTERNS: MAPPING THE JOURNEY FROM HOME TO WORK